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Creeping like a late- night train, Autumn arrived; with it came the inconveniences 
of the new school semester. Wahid is going back to his solicitude: to his far-off 
memories ... he will ride the southern train heading to the capital where he works as 
a high school teacher. He returns to those frozen evenings wrapping himself up into 
his own whims .... He returns to immerse himself, in the late hours of night, in 
correcting his students’ assignments; and to immerse in their energetic and 
passionate commotions and brawls. 

In the yard of his family old house, he stood silently brooding over life: his 
mother irons his clothes ... his sister, Salma, preparing, in a pale black suitcase, his 
belongings; and from time to time she whispers reminding him of her things: shoes 
like those worn by the Capital girls, makeup set of lipstick, kohl pencil and a fine 
women perfume; his father, sitting on mat woven of date palm leaves, moves the 
beads, of his rosary, slowly through his fingers. 

He bade good-bye to his father, mother and sister, and with long strides, he 
hurried towards the train station. He murmured into his moustaches: before ten 
o’clock he must be there; upon arrival he walked to the ticket window and purchased 
a ticket, then passing by a small kiosk he bought a newspaper and some cigarettes. 
In a low seat, inside the waiting area of the station, he sat looking at other passengers: 


a tall, bony woman cuddling a baby in her arms; the child, with his small hand 
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stretched out to her head several times, tried to grab a lock of her hair, and she, 
annoyed, scolded him curtly. And when an elderly woman dragging, with difficulty, 
her feet under the weight of the round basket held in her hands, walked into the 
station, a brown —colored fellow stood up running towards her to help with the 
basket; she showered him with praises and muttered inaudible words as if she cursed 
her advanced age... 

An elderly man, hands trembling, bent to the basket at his feet, reaching for 
his snuffbag while his eyes fell on a beautiful girl, standing near him, looking at 
herself in a small mirror she took out of her handbag. 

The sound of the train, slowly approaching the station platform, awoke 
Wahid out of his trance. He got on board and chose a seat at the end of the car and 
immediately sunk into thought and contemplation ... small scattered aspects of 
years, lived in the capital, jumped into his mind; the small flat he shares with a 
colleague in one of the humble suburbs of the capital... kitchen, laundry, clothes 
spread over in the balcony, smell of old yellowish colored books .... plumes of 
smoke seeping into the darkened room... the voice of his colleague inviting him to 
the supper... his fat neighbor, her face covered in gaudy paints, hastily responding 
to his ‘good morning’ greeting... 

He suddenly remembered her, the spike, he used to call, sitting alone in the 
last line of the class silent all day and when she talks, then there is a serious matter 
she is about to declare. There should be a secret, he thought to himself, of that 
obscurity that enveloped her... and that sparked his interest in her... he used to ask 
her thousands of questions, the kind that disturb her mind and awaken the femininity 
buried deep within her. Disturbing her inner calm as if leading her towards the path 


of death; but the answers, she flung at him, were always as sure and calm as she was 
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... he asks her about the meaning of alliance, loyalty, about the ties that bind her to 
the homeland ... every day a new question bombards her, shakes her muffled silence. 
Each time he changes the questions, she comes up with a different answer, then runs 
off into portless sea... she plunges between letters of the alphabet, the words ooze 
blood as much as her vagueness; and between her lips, the letters commit suicide, 
sending her words to sink into a bloody bath but she never falls silent; on that day 
when he changed the question, she, as usual, gave a different answer. 

‘Oh, hey, what’s your name?’ he asked. 

‘I do not have a name; they are only five letters written, by them, on my identity 


card,’ she said. 


‘What’s your address?’ he continued. 
‘By God mercy, stop asking me about my address; I am always roaming between 
the point of the beginning and that of the end.’ In every gloomy evening, I take 


refuge into my wound.’ 


“Time is bitter, and winter is even more worse, how then can you flee from the heavy 
blows of fate when your only weapon is your nails?’ he asked. 

‘Between the letters and the beating heart my poems continue to emerge and live; 
and between patience and truth my pen flutter like a butterfly; I will gather up the 
fragments of my soul and hold on to tend my still unhealed wounds... with burning 
ink I pour soothing feelings over those wounds in silence... in an open vastness I 
dance freely so that my solid feelings and materialized emotions flow softly to 
establish a new fortress to overwhelm each new ghoul born out of the womb of 


nothingness. 
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“You, who are a new wound that arises between the constricted turns of the distance, 
how old are you?’ he asked. 

‘I don’t know except that I was born in a formless and void period of time; and I did 
not know that from the first wound I had, I was busy throwing away what is left of 


my tears.’ She said. 


‘Do you have somewhere to live?’ He asked. 


‘My homeland, my mother and some seasons are where to stay.’ She answered. 


“Where is your family, and your possessions?’ he asked. 

‘A willow, I am, planted inside my soul I water it with the shudder of my beating 
heart; a waste land my grandfather left unplanted... which I might plant someday. 
Seasons left me stranded on the streets, homeless; carrying my soul in the palm of 


my hand, and power in my blood, I departed in a moment of pride and glory.’ 


‘Had you left your mother alone?’ He asked. 
‘She gave me a lock of silk hair and some jasmine to sew my sorrows with, and 


taught me how to be hard on myself,’ she replied. 


‘Oh, woman, without a name, without a history and without an address, the time you 
lived in is very wretched’ he said. 

‘How could I have a name while the name itself is shapeless, and how could I have 
an address while the address itself is formless... and how could I have a history 


meanwhile this history has lost its own periods.’ 
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‘Oh, hey, you are then doomed!” he said. 

‘Certainly; but I keep going... my way is too far and long, my dreams are mere yells 
and lamentations, I swore with determination to keep going no matter how many 
times I stumbled and no matter how much my letters were scattered disorderly... 
nettles and thorns will invade my tongue but I will keep going despite those who, 


without a past, stood against me. 


‘It’s the last station,’ a train officer, nudging him gently, said. At that moment Wahid 


woke up from his world of oblivion. 


The story was originally published in the Tunis-based AlHayat ath-Thaqafiya , 
2014, no.253, pp. 158-159. 


